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AH375C: Street Art and Graffiti                     Elizabeth Scirica 
Fall 2015, Skidmore College 
Friday 9:00-12:00 Filene 118 
1 Credit 
Office Hours: Monday + Wednesday 2:00-4:00 and by appointment 
email: ​escirica@skidmore.edu 
 
Course Description 
AH375C: Street Art and Graffiti contributes to a growing discourse on contemporary 
visual culture by investigating the history and impact of graffiti and its successor, street art, 
on the recent past and present. The course will discuss graffiti and street art’s roots, social 
dimensions, prominent themes, and notable artists through readings, films and visual 
analyses. 
 
Course Goals 
As a 300-level seminar style class this course has high expectations. I hope that after 
completing this course, you will have strong understanding of the history of street art and 
graffiti from the late 1970s to the present and have strengthened your ability to engage 
critically with contemporary visual culture. As with all 300-level art history course, you will 
exercise skills in leading and participating in discussions, conducting research, writing and 
analyzing texts and images. 
 
Classroom Etiquette: 
● No electronic devices including laptops, cell phones and tablets. 
● Attendance is mandatory and more than one unexcused absence may result in grade 
penalty. 
● Make thoughtful and respectful contributions in class. This includes speaking in turn 
and actively listening to peers. 
● Arrive to class on time and return from break (10:30-10:40) on time. 
● Submit assignments on time. Any extensions must be approved by me a week in 
advance. 
 
Grading:  
 
Current Event Presentation: 15% 
Hands-On Graffiti Midterm Paper: 20% 
NYC Scavenger Hunt + Reflection: 15% 
Research Paper: 25% 
Final Exam: 15% 
Participation: 10% 
 
 
 
For assistance in writing assignments, in addition to meeting with me, I encourage taking 
advantage of: 
The Writing Center (Library 440): 
http://cms.skidmore.edu/writing_center/index.cfm​. 
The Art History department website: 
http://cms.skidmore.edu/arthistory/academic/writing/index.cfm​. 
 
Please remember plagiarism is unacceptable and will result in serious consequences. 
 
Required Text:​ Walcawek, Anna. ​Graffiti and Street Art. ​New York: Thames & Hudson, 2011. 
All readings available on the library e-reserve. Movies will be linked to on Blackboard. 
 
Schedule of Topics and Readings 
*Readings are due on the date they appear next to 
 
 
Week 1 Fri Sept 11 Public Art  
 
 
Readings Due: 
Hein, Hilde. “What is Public Art?: Time, Place, and Meaning.” 
The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism ​54, no. 1 (1996): 1-7 
Walcawek, 10-38, 65-102 
Week 2 Fri Sept 19 Wild Style  
In Class Film: ​Wild Style. ​Directed by Charlie Ahearn. 1982.  
            Los Angeles: Wild Style Productions/Rhino Home  
            Video, 2002. DVD. 82 Minutes. 
 
Ahearn, Charlie, Patti Astor, Fab 5 Freddy, Lee Quiñones,  
            Jeffrey Deitch and Carlo McCormick. “The Birth of  
            Wild Style.” In ​Art in the Streets, ​Edited by Jeffrey  
            Deitch, 43-62. New York: Museum of Contemporary  
            Art, Los Angeles and Skira Rizzoli, 2011. Walcawek,  
            43-62 
 Week 3 Fri Sept 25 Social  
 
Lachmann, Richard. “Graffiti as Career and Ideology.”  
            American Journal of Sociology ​94, no.2. (September  
             1988): 229-50. Walcawek 26-28 
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Week 4 Fri Oct 2 
 
Punk  
 
Ensminger, David A. “Wailing on the Walls of Sin Cities:  
            Graffiti and Punk Syncretism.” In ​Visual Vitriol: The  
            Street Art and Subcultures of the Punk and Hardcore  
            Generation, ​67-106.​ Jackson, Mississippi: University  
            Press of Mississippi, 2011.  
 
 
 
Week 5 Fri Oct 9 Memory 
 
Haskins, Ekaterina. “Between Archive and Participation:  
             Public Memory in a Digital Age.”  
Rhetoric Society Quarterly ​37, no. 4 (Fall 2007):  
            401-422.  (Read only pages 401-408) 
Walcawek 112-114,  
Week 6 Fri Oct 16 Women 
 
 
Ganz, Nicholas, Ed. ​Graffiti Women: Art from Five  
            Continents. ​New York: Abrams, 2009. 
           Read pages 9-13. 
 
Optional:  
Nochlin, Linda. “Why Have There Been No Great Women  
            Artists?” In ​Women, Art, Power and Other Essays,  
            145-178​. ​New York: Harper & Row, 1988. First  
            published 1971. 
Week 7 Fri Oct 23 No Class-Study Day 
Week 8 Fri Oct 30: 
Midterm 
Paper Due 
Yarn  
 
Mann, Joanna. "Towards a Politics of Whimsy: Yarn Bombing  
             the City." ​Area​ 47, no. 1 (March 2015): 65-72 
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Week 9 Fri Nov 6 Commercial/Advertising  
 
Borghini, Stefania, Luca M. Visconti, Laurel Anderson, and  
             John F. Sherry, Jr. “Symbiotic Postures of Commercial  
             Advertising And Street Art.” ​Journal of Advertising ​39,  
             no. 3 (Fall 2010): 113-126. 
Wilson, Carl. "Off the wall: is it art? Vandalism? Advertising?  
            Brandalism? ...." ​Toronto Life​ (Aug. 2008): 37-44. 
Walcawek 178-185 
Week 10 Fri Nov 13 Shepard Fairey 
 
McCormick, Carlo. "Hopeful disobedience: ..." ​Art In America  
             no. 3 (2009): 51-54. 
 
 
Week 11 Fri Nov 20 
Final Paper 
Topic 
proposal due 
Banksy  
 
“Banksy Does New York” HBO Documentary Films, Matador  
             and Permanent Waves Production, 2014. 
 Sat Nov 21 NYC Scavenger Hunt (Mandatory) 
Week 12 Fri Nov 27 No Class-Thanksgiving Break 
Week 13 Fri Dec 4 
 
NYC 
Reflection Due 
Palestine 
 
Parry, William. “Introduction” In ​Against the Wall: The Art of  
            Resistance in Palestine​, 9-13. London: Pluto Press,  
            2010. 
Week 14 Fri Dec 11 
 
Annotated 
Bibliography 
Due 
Art World 
 
Drew, Robert S. “Graffiti as Public and Private Art.” In ​On the  
            Margins of Art Worlds,​ Edited by Larry Gross, 231-48.  
            Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press Inc, 1995.  
Walcawek 157-185 
 Mon Dec 14 
5-7pm 
Exit Through the Gift Shop ​Movie Night (Optional) 
 
Banksy, Rhys Ifans, and Shepard Fairey. 2010. ​Exit through  
             the gift shop​. [United States]: Mongrel​. 87 Minutess 
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Exams Fri Dec 18 
Final Papers 
Due 
Final Exam 9:00am-12:00pm Filene 119 
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Course Justification 
 
The current art historical discourse on street art and graffiti is limited. My research 
indicates that there are few scholarly books or articles on the the topic and those that do exist 
are written from a sociological, anthropological, or business perspective rather than art 
historical. The art books on street art, graffiti and their respective artists and writers are 
rather open-ended, insubstantial and center on images versus analyses. Yet, as Anna 
Waclawek points out, street art and graffiti are embedded in public consciousness and 
prevalent in popular conversations and mainstream media. She suggests that everyone from 
artists, curators, students, to scholars all have opinions on and familiarity with street art and 
graffiti but, incongruously, we still lack formal discourse on the topic.  Pedro Alonzo agrees 1
that street art and other so-called lowbrow art genres’ popular appeal inhibits consideration 
of their complexities and intellectual worth. Similarly, its frequent exclusion from 
traditional art institutions prevents critical discourse on street art and graffiti.  Thus, this 2
course aims to foster an academic discourse on the topic, setting up a new generation of 
scholars to think about street art, and by extension the greater visual world, critically. The 
course will do so by analyzing multidisciplinary writing on graffiti and street art as well as 
addressing a number of its related themes and social issues. 
A course on street art and graffiti would be a valuable contribution to Skidmore’s art 
history department. The goals of the art history department include students’ acquiring “​an 
understanding of the agency of visual representation and experience in both the past and the 
present, and an interest in the diverse values and ideas evident in the visual expression of 
different cultures and periods” and “an ability to apply habits of critical seeing and historical 
and cultural awareness to visual experience in everyday life beyond the classroom.” While 
1  Anna Waclawek, ​Street Art and Graffiti ​(New York: Thames & Hudson, 2011), 7-8. 
2 Pedro Alonzo, ​The Upset: Young Contemporary Art ​(Berlin: Gestatlen, 2008),​  2-3.  
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not a traditional form of art, street art represents a form of visual representation and activity 
in the recent past and present, and encourages a range of discussions and questions 
surrounding the nature of art and art history. It would add to the range of visual expressions 
discussed in art history classes. Since Skidmore aims to offer and shape a more progressive 
art history, excluding such as class would contribute to an outdated view of the discourse as 
elitist and academy-oriented. Moreover, it is an accessible art form. If the major aims for 
students to apply critical thinking to everyday visuals, studying street art offers an ideal 
segue from analyzing images in museums to the street. Being closely associated to pop 
culture also makes street art more accessible in that it may attract students who would 
otherwise be discouraged by fine art’s exclusivity, thus encouraging growth of the art history 
department.  
In these ways, a course on street art and graffiti would not only stimulate growth and 
democracy of the art history discipline in general but the Skidmore art history department as 
well.  
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Assignments 
 
Current Events Assignment 
 
Street art is both a popular and contemporary topic; therefore, popular news sources 
routinely publish new articles on current events relating to street art. The course will require 
students to lead at least one discussion on a recent news article in order to demonstrate their 
ability to think critically about a contemporary topic and to develop their leadership and 
public speaking skills. The discussion should connect the article to class readings and 
conversations. There are a number of popular articles that raise interesting points on street 
art, so this assignment will be a way of including recent happenings and informal articles 
that otherwise might not have fit into the course. “Blacking Out Blue: World-Famous Berlin 
Mural Erased in Protest” published on WebUrbanist.com this December represents such an 
article. It notes that prominent street artist Blu had his popular Berlin mural painted over to 
protest a condo complex’s construction in the neighborhood. Leaving only a middle finger on 
the mural before painting over it completely punctuates the purposefulness of the act. The 
student could address gentrification: in what way does blacking over the work object to 
gentrification? Is the popularity of the mural a form of gentrification itself? As well as the 
commerciality of art: can the condo complex use an artist’s work as a selling point without 
permission? The public’s devastation over its destruction can also be considered: is there a 
point where street art can overcome temporality? At what point does a mural move from 
graffiti to a cherished landmark? A student could ask the class to contemplate and debate 
such questions. 
Students will assign the reading to their classmates one class session before the 
discussion date so that the whole class is prepared for a rich conversation. Points will be 
Scirica 7 
awarded for thoughtful choices in articles, strong connections to class material, provocative 
discussion questions and successfully guiding the class discussion. 
 
DIY Midterm Assignment 
Graffiti and street art’s nature is very DIY (Do It Yourself) and experiential. Thus, in 
the course’s context, having students actually execute graffiti would be appropriate. Of 
course, illegality is integral to graffiti’s process and reception, therefore that aspect must be 
imagined. Instead, students will have the permission of Skidmore Campus and a downtown 
business owner to either tag or create street art on both the water tower in Northwoods and 
the facade of a building in Saratoga. It is important to have two locations because widespread 
distribution of one’s tag makes up a significant aspect of tagging and two differing locations 
allow for comparison between the locations. For instance, students should note the privacy 
and therefore lack of risk in painting (or pasting) on the water tower versus downtown. 
Students will hopefully gain a sense of the preparation and planning involved, physical 
requirements, and the thrill or fright in potential confrontation. Students will also be asked 
to consider how their contributions to the Northwoods water tower and the art on the tower 
generally shape or reflect the Skidmore community. This would encourage them to consider 
graffiti’s implications on spaces and communities and vice versa, tying into discussions of 
public art.  
Students will be able to choose which medium to use (spray paint, wheat paste, or 
stencils) and may use more than one medium if they choose. They may execute their piece 
any time from the beginning of semester to the midterm deadline. Students will document 
their pieces with photographs. The midterm will ask students to reflect on their experiences 
and connect these reflections to class material and readings in a 3-4 page paper. The 
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assignment will prompt students to synthesize the class discussions and link them to reality. 
The project will be graded on quality and clarity of writing, insightful and thoughtful 
assessment of the graffiti and street art experience, and meaningful, discerning connections 
to readings and discussions. 
 
Lower East Side Scavenger Hunt 
In any art history class, seeing works in person is helpful and enriching. Street art and 
graffiti’s location is integral to its creation and reception, therefore viewing works in their 
context would be especially crucial. Therefore, the class will travel to New York to see some 
contemporary street art firsthand. While all of the city has a proliferation of street art, there 
is a concentration of popular street art venues on the lower East side that make focusing on 
this area worthwhile. Within about a five block radius (see map below) exist a number of 
street art destinations: the L.I.S.A  (Little Italy Street Art) Project, L’Asso, Building facade at 
190 Bowery, Freeman Alley, Centre-Fuge Public Art Project, and Houston Bowery Wall all 
show a constant rotation of 
both commissioned and illegal 
street art.  The L.I.S.A. Project, 
founded only three years ago, 
encourages murals throughout 
Little Italy, specifically 
Mulberry St. Because of the 
Project, old and new street 
artists work can be seen in the 
area, including street art 
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trailblazers like Blek le Rat, Shepard Fairey, The Flower Guy, Invader and Olek as 
up-and-comers like Hansky, Jerk Face, and Lexi Bella. L’Asso’s is a graffiti-friendly pizzeria, 
Cortandt and Freeman Alleys and 190 Bowery attract tags and smaller pieces, and the 
Centre-Fuge Public Art Project is a rotating public art gallery. Thus, these seven locations 
feature a variety of street art and graffiti. 
In groups, students will be able to explore the city, finding and documenting street art 
and graffiti on their own in addition to locating and visiting the seven lower East side 
destinations. They will be asked to observe the passerby’s interactions with the work and 
interview at least two strangers about their opinions of graffiti and murals. After the field 
trip, students will turn in 2-3 page reflections from the trip that include their impressions of 
the pieces, observations and insights from bystanders, and a visual analysis of at least one 
work. Grading will be based on a thoughtful and thorough engagement with and analysis of 
the works, and the quality of interview questions in their effectiveness at probing interesting 
answers.  
 
Research Paper 
In a 300-level art history class, students should demonstrate an ability to research and 
devise an original, comprehensive argument pertinent to course material. Therefore, 
students will be assigned a research paper due at the end of the semester to show their ability 
to think critically about the material. Because the breadth and depth of art historical sources 
on contemporary street art and graffiti is scarce, student’s research will delve into scope of art 
history into history, sociology, anthropology, business, and such for substantive sources. 
Looking outside art history scholarship will hone student’s skills in multidisciplinary 
research and also means each student’s work will likely be an original argument.  
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The paper should be 10-15 pages long, include at least 10 varied, ample sources, and 
make a clear, original argument. The paper will be due in stages (topic approval and 
annotated bibliography before final product) to monitor student’s progress and encourage 
time management. They will be graded on thoughtful analysis and consideration of a variety 
of sources through the annotated bibliography, the cohesiveness and clarity of the argument 
and the quality of writing.  
 
Final Exam 
 
The final exam will ask students to synthesize and reflect on course material through 
a series of short essays. They will have the option to answer three of four questions and have 
25 minutes for each answer during the exam time. Students will be graded on their ability to 
persuasively synthesize themes and arguments. 
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Required Text: Walcawek, Anna. ​Graffiti and Street Art. ​New York: Thames & Hudson, 2011. 
 
 
Walcawek’s text breaks down the history and iterations of street art clearly and is 
comprehensively supplemented with a plethora of images, making it a valuable tool for a 
course. The book covers fundamental concepts taken for granted by more scholarly sources 
will therefore both fill the gaps that the assigned readings do not reach and reinforce the 
basics of assigned materials. For instance, the first chapter outlines the differences between 
types of graffiti and graffiti versus street art. Graffiti can be tags, throwies, or pieces. Tags are 
stylized forms of the writer’s graffiti name, throwies are larger and more colorful versions of 
tags, and piece are closer in size and aesthetic to murals. Post-graffiti, or street art, grew, but 
are considered distinct, from graffiti and produces imagery beyond names. Another 
significant distinction is that those producing street art are called artists while those 
producing graffiti are called writers. The book is helpful for such clarifications.  
Chapters of ​Graffiti and Street Art ​will be assigned along with corresponding readings 
to supplement and elucidate student’s understanding of the course material.  
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Week 1: Introduction and Public Art Theory 
 
 
Hein, Hilde. “What is Public Art?: Time, Place, and Meaning.” ​The Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism ​54, no. 1 (1996): 1-7. 
 
Summary 
 
Hein begins the “A Public Art of Place and Time” section by pointing out that the idea 
of public art seems oxymoronic. Modernism sees the creation and reception of art as a 
subjective and individual experience. A modernist sense of autonomy and artistic freedom 
glorifies the artist, making the public a secondary concern. Yet, no art is truly private; works 
implicate an audience simply in their creation. Thus, the power balance between the artist 
and audience represents the first point of tension concerning public art. Hein delves into 
complications with the word ‘public,’ explaining that mere exposure does not constitute a 
public work. Rather, the public is a complex and evolving social idea. The idea that a public 
work can embody a community and its ideals is outdated and unrealistic; instead, public 
works tend to address certain dimensions of publicity, which Hein lists as, public space, 
public ownership, public representation, public interest, and the public sphere. Therefore, 
public art is not public by merely addressing public issues nor can it unify and encapsulate a 
community. Hein then poses the question of what does constitute public art if neither 
placement nor commonality are adequate qualifiers? Scholars seem to agree that Maya Lin’s 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial represents a successful public work because it evokes a strong 
emotional response, refers to a collective memory, draws meaning to a public space and 
creates a dialogue. Hein then revisits qualifications of public art, restating that mere location 
does not constitute public work, nor does a work that is more functional and aesthetic than 
provocative. The author concludes that, going back to her initial statement, private art is 
more of an oxymoron than public, because art is a virtual space for meaningful conversation. 
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She ends with, “art is escaping confinement to private sensibility. It is descending into the 
streets once more and reclaiming its place in the public realm” (7), establishing public art is 
worth considering in that it its publicity creates exchange and meaning.  
 
 
Justification & Objectives 
 
Due to street art’s being a relatively young and pop culturally-based topic, there is 
little scholarship written. For this reason, it helps to look to theory on related topics. Issues 
with street art align with concerns with public art. Looking at how scholars have talked about 
the relationship between public space, artists, and audiences offers a framework for looking 
at street art.  Applying Hein’s ideas to street art informs how street art functions; by being 
public, it can implicate passersby and therefore turn the space into a venue for dialogue, 
thereby producing value. Hein also inadvertently addresses issues with street art, such as 
whether or not it loses its essence when moved indoors. This article would also be helpful in 
that it offers a basis of understanding art traditions from which street art comes. Hein’s 
article is preferable to other sources because it discusses public art generally yet 
comprehensively, therefore providing an overall yet rich insight. In some ways, Hein’s article 
justifies studying street art. Students should gain a foundation for looking at street art 
critically through a lens of public art theory. It gives a comprehension of the complex nature 
of relationships between the public/street, artist, audience and art institutions; in other 
words, what it means for art to be on the street. Of course, even though we are borrowing 
from public art theory, street art and graffiti represent distinctly different topics. A question 
to be discussed would be to what extent is street art also public art? What part of Hein’s 
argument does or does not apply to street art? What does the role of play in the differences 
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between street art and public art? Ultimately, discussing such questions will begin scratch at 
some of the core concerns of the course.  
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Week 2: Birth of Graffiti  
 
Ahearn, Charlie, Patti Astor, Fab 5 Freddy, Lee Quiñones, Jeffrey Deitch, and Carol  
McCormick. “The Birth of Wild Style.” In ​Art in the Streets, ​edited by Jeffrey Deitch, 
43-62. New York: Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles and Skira Rizzoli, 2011. 
 
 
Summary 
 
The beginning of the ​Art in the Streets ​exhibition catalogue features a lengthy 
conversation between a handful of seminal figures in graffiti, writers Fab 5 Freddy and Lee 
Quiñones, FUN Gallery owner Patti Astor, ​Wild Style ​filmmaker Charlie Ahearn and Jeffrey 
Deitch, who not only coordinated the MOCA exhibition but also partook in many of the 
described events. Fab 5 Freddy describe their adolescent forays into writing, detailing their 
influences, practices, and relationships with other writers and artists. Their recollections 
illustrate the involved excitement and danger, and the way individuals learned from one 
another thereby shaping a culture and community. Astor explains her role in connecting the 
graffiti community to the art world by hosting parties and establishing her non traditional 
FUN gallery, which debuted Basquiat and Haring. Most of the conversation circles back to 
Ahearn’s formative film ​Wild Style, ​which captures the intertwined and emerging graffiti, 
hip-hop, new wave, and breakdancing subcultures. The group describes how the film came 
together and its notable role in proliferating wild style and its associated subcultures. 
 
Justification and Objectives 
 
“The Birth of Wild Style” vividly brings to life the early days of graffiti, allowing for an 
understanding of its history students could not gain from a textbook or scholarly paper. 
While the dialogue assumes a casual tone, the members offer strong insight and effectively 
articulate the communal nature of graffiti, its nuanced relationship with the traditional art 
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world, and its ties to other aspects of popular culture, all points students should extract from 
the reading. The chapter communicates a number of the same ideas that the film  
(see below) does, but from a present perspective, priming students to analytically think about 
the film.  
 
 
In-Class Movie: 
 
Wild Style. ​Directed by Charlie Ahearn. 1982. Los Angeles: Wild Style Productions/Rhino  
Home Video, 2002. DVD. 82 minutes.  
 
 
Ahearn’s film follows a fictitious graffiti artist in the Bronx, Zoro, played by Lee 
Quiñones alongside Fab 5 Freddy and Lady Pink. While scripted, it mirrors reality; for 
instance, the Fantastic Five represents the Fabulous Five gang. In the film, Zoro meets 
reporter Virginia, played by Astor, and they travel from the Bronx parties to downton parties 
and art collectors to whom they explain rap and graffiti. The film ends with a rap concert 
held in a venue painted by Zoro. 
 
Justification and Objectives 
 
While the narrative is scripted, it captures the artists at work painting New York 
subways at night, giving viewers a sense of the time’s atmosphere. More importantly, the film 
represents more than a documentation of graffiti’s roots; but it also was a significant catalyst 
in its spreading and development. In this way, it is a primary source among ephemera. It 
represents a valuable resource in helping make the birth of contemporary graffiti culture 
more tangible to students. 
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Week 3: Graffiti’s Social Nature 
Lachmann, Richard. “Graffiti as Career and Ideology.” ​American Journal of Sociology ​94, no. 
2. (September 1988): 229-50. 
 
 
Summary 
 
 
Lachmann writes on late 1980s graffiti writers from the sociological perspective, 
drawing upon arguments that both deviant behavior and artistic creation can be understood 
through the social interactions of the participating group. The author aims to study how 
writers’ social organization shapes graffiti through focusing on the concept of career. Writing 
spreads largely through mentor-mentee relationships; older writers recruit the younger, who 
recruit their friends. Pride, loyalty and power motivate creating and maintaining such 
community-oriented relationships. Lachmann describes tagging and its motivations; social 
status and a sense of pride in having his tag recognized drives graffiti writers. Muralists, on 
the other hand, also take pride in artistic skill and style, exhibiting a quality over quantity 
mentality. Muralists create their own distinct art world by collaborating, comparing styles 
and acquiring admirers. Thus, while also tied to skill and stylistic merit, making murals also 
has social motivations and implications. One alternative form of success to peer recognition 
is gallery exhibitions and popularity in the traditional art channels. Interestingly, while 
experiencing notable commercial success, muralists maintained that legitimate success was 
created on the streets and subways, and commercial success was merely a byproduct. 
Lachman ultimately concludes that both Marxist and pre-existing sociological theories have 
merit yet need revision. Both social interaction and a “deviant” desire to challenge 
hegemonies motivate graffiti artists; however, the police’s intervention and subsequent 
disbanding of writers groups combined with the relatively unsuccessful graffiti 
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commodification prove that the social implications must be attractive enough to continue 
motivating artists. Moreover, a fundamental organizational shift would have to occur for a 
subculture’s participants to assimilate to the hegemonic entity they disassociate with.  
 
 
Justification & Objectives 
 
This article, though dated, offers a different perspective on graffiti in its earlier days 
than other course material. By reading the article, students will be able to look at the topic 
through a sociological lens and therefore gain an understanding of the multidisciplinary 
nature of the topic. The article’s theoretical focus also guides students in thinking about pop 
cultural topics critically. Full engagement with the course material necessitates awareness of 
motivations behind street art and graffiti; therefore, Lachmann’s extensive analysis fits well 
in the course’s beginning. Ultimately, students should take away that graffiti was socially 
embedded and driven, and therefore will keep in mind throughout the course that creating 
street art does not exist in a vacuum, rather it is closely attached to social activity. Not only 
do mentor-mentee relationships cultivate writers and artists, but they also serve and thrive 
from a peer audience. For instance, Lachmann explains that once police intervention 
disintegrated muralist groups, artists lost incentive to create.  Additionally, the mentioned 
Marxist theories inform subculture discourses highlighting power balances between the art 
world and writers. Such an introduction to Marxist theory will help students grasp the 
delicate relationship between the authoritative art world and graffiti. Lachmann illustrates 
how galleries and street artists simultaneously attract and repel each other, creating tension 
over power and cultural authority. This theme will represent a significant part of the course, 
therefore the article represents an early theory-based framework of understanding. The 
author  briefly mentions sexism, race, and ephemerality, encouraging students to recognize 
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the interconnectedness of the course’s topics when these topics arise later. For example, he 
notes graffiti writing can be a performance of masculinity by quoting writers who express 
pride in outmaneuvering authorities and claim women are too afraid and weak to 
participate, which will arise later. Students will also analyze how the relationships and social 
dimensions in ​Wild Style ​relate to Lachmann’s research. 
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Week 4: Punk Influences 
Ensminger, David A. “Wailing on the Walls of Sin Cities: Graffiti and Punk  
Syncretism.” In ​Visual Vitriol: The Street Art and Subcultures of the Punk and  
Hardcore Generation, ​67-106.​ Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 
2011.  
 
 
Summary 
 
Ensminger uses a historical approach to discuss how graffiti represents more than 
just an activity by the marginalized but also empowers and advocates for youth and then 
disenfranchised. Part of graffiti’s power comes from its dual natures; it can be both hurried 
and carefully planned, beautiful and ugly, primitive and contemporary. Graffiti’s contentious 
nature allows for its becoming a revealing site of social issues and conversation. Graffiti’s rise 
in art world popularity in the seventies and eighties particularly illuminated social inequities 
by fetishizing urban youth culture. At this point, Ensminger arrives at his central argument, 
which aligns punk’s paper flyer graffiti with hip-hop’s spraycan graffiti. Both types of graffiti 
challenge cultural authority by proliferating subcultural media. The author establishes that 
punk represents an actively political subculture, concerned with individual expression and 
shifting status quos. Xeroxed flyers advertising concerts embody the spread of and 
communication among punk culture. Like graffiti, flyers are publicly installed, ephemeral, 
and often illegal and therefore posted at night. The bands’ names functioned similarly to tags 
not only because they would be spray painted on or in as many places as possible but also 
because only those in the know could fully understand their significance or who they refer 
to. Ensminger nicely summarizes, 
street art such as graffiti and flyers were not just acts of vandalism but a means of                 
infiltrating public consciousness ...reclaiming public space, and creating an avenue of           
expression when major media was off limits (74). 
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Thus, punk graffiti subversively engages with and communicates to the public. Other punks 
differentiate flyers as a form of advertising. Either way, the punk street art represents the 
visual counterpart to punk music. Both aimed to challenge the mainstream in order to reveal 
a more gritty truth of inequalities and corruption. Ensminger notes that punk street art and 
hip-hop graffiti share an anti-establishment and confrontational style and relate more 
closely than previously understood. The remainder of Ensminger’s chapter brings up notable 
manifestations of punk graffiti. Throughout the text, Ensminger suggests that a lack of voice 
and cultural agency pushing punks to street art and graffiti can now be satisfied by the 
internet’s user-generated sites like blogs and Youtube, eliminating the need for graffiti. 
 
 
Justification and Objectives 
 
Ensigmer’s chapter reveals an alternative perspective of early graffiti and street art. 
While the most popular narrative of graffiti’s contemporary origin focuses on hip-hop and 
urban culture, and barely mentions punk and new wave, Ensminger illuminates punk’s 
posters and graffiti’s role in street art’s legacy. By reading this chapter, students will grasp the 
relationship between punk and hip hop visual culture, and further comprehend motivations 
and ideologies behind graffiti and street art. Specifically, the anti-authoritarian nature of 
punk graffiti will be emphasized. Even though current discourse on street art and graffiti 
centers on hip-hop roots, I would argue that punk aesthetics and ideologies significantly 
inform contemporary street artists. For instance, the punk movement occurred in England 
and Europe concurrently to American  hip-hop, influencing some of the biggest names in 
street art today. We know Banksy emerged from the Bristol underground scene, a direct 
descendent of punk and his aesthetic and messages strongly align with Punk’s influence, 
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which will be addressed in class lecture.While Ensminger provides a solid narrative of punk 
street art’s history, he also draws connections to the present day, which will help students 
apply discussion of the punk subculture to contemporary street art. For instance, the author 
notes how Banksy’s argument that graffiti only poses a threat to “the people who run our 
cities,” and companies pose the real threat to communities, echoes his punk precursors’ 
rebellious and anti-authoritarian mindset. He also speculates that the internet and social 
media fulfill the role graffiti and flyers once held in giving youths and individuals a medium 
for public expression. I would encourage students to discuss their thoughts on Ensminger’s 
suggestion. Does the internet replace graffiti and flyers or supplement one’s expression? Do 
they reach the same audiences? Overall, the unit on punk street art will illustrate a sense of 
connectedness, between subcultures, music and visual art, and over time. Furthermore, like 
previous articles such as the Lachmann reading, students will understand that graffiti and 
street art are strongly rooted in cultural activities and can be socially and politically 
motivated. The class lecture will very briefly touch on the punk movement as a whole to 
contextualize Ensigmer’s chapter and will then look at punk flyers and graffiti before looking 
at how contemporary street draws from punk aesthetics and ideologies. For instance, Banksy 
appropriates album art from the Clash’s ​London Calling ​and the punk slogan “No Future” in 
his works; Blek le Rat’s stenciling technique evokes xeroxes and anti-war and authoritarian 
messages or Colombian street art collective Toxicomano whose work strongly resembles 
punk flyers.  
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Week 5: Street Art, Memory and Remembering 
Haskins, Ekaterina. “Between Archive and Participation: Public Memory in a Digital Age.”  
Rhetoric Society Quarterly ​37, no. 4 (Fall 2007): 401-422.  
 
(Read only pages 401-408) 
 
Summary 
 
Haskins writes on the role of memory and trying to preserve public memory in the 
current age. She focuses on a September 11 digital archive, which she prefaces with 
discussion of scholarly debate on public memory. The public obsesses about memory, yet the 
current fast paced environment leads to forgetting and obsolescence. The canonical discourse 
on memory maintains that archiving and materiality constitute memory, which strongly 
contributes to identity formation. Because official institutions dictate what material culture 
to endorse and preserve, public memory construction has been dominantly an elite activity. 
In contrast, colloquial memorials tend towards ephemerality, thus creating a less lasting 
impression. Moreover, the elite quality and monumentality of official memorials generates 
impersonality while vernacular memorials, such as parades, invite participation. Recently, 
official institutions have attempted to make memorials more personable and participatory 
(once again, Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial represents a successful example of a 
contemporary memorial.) Similarly, the internet democratizes memory production, 
accommodates public interaction and can easily capture ephemera. On the other hand, 
digitally collecting artifacts at such a volume and speed can also create clutter, confusion, 
and laziness. The remainder of the article explains the September 11 archive’s submissions 
and how it functions to preserve a communal narrative of the events. Overall, Haskins 
establishes that while the importance and relevance of collective memory remains 
undisputed, methods of constructing memories pose numerous difficulties. 
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McCormich, Carlo, Marc Schiller, and Sara Schiller. “Public Memory, Private Secrets.” In  
Trespass: A History of Uncommissioned Urban Art, ​edited by Ethel Seno. Köln: 
Taschen, 2010 80-126 
 
Summary  
 
In this book chapter, the authors discuss how society’s tendency to memorialize 
through public art translates to uncommissioned works. They write,“what is remarkable 
within the proliferation of Street Art today is that this most ephemeral of art forms is often 
driven deeply by our cultural need to memorialize (82).” Some public works highlight 
absence and loss, such as Ghost Bikes (images of white bikes signifying where cars struck 
bicyclists), others highlight abandonment and neglect by drawing attention to forgotten 
spaces in today’s transient world. The authors also write that artists address not only 
collective memories but private memories and secrets as well, exploring the relationship 
between private realms and urban spaces. Lastly, they question the role of audiences and the 
desire to disrupt cultural hegemonies. The writing itself is rather lyrical and brief yet it 
illustrates memory’s role in street art. A number of images, which offer many opportunities 
for applying the material, follow the text. 
 
Justifications and Objectives 
 
For the unit on memory and street art, I have chosen to combine two readings, the 
first discusses the contemporary dialogue on shared memory and the second discusses 
memory as a theme and purpose of street art. The two readings complement each other 
because Haskin’s article introduces memory as a discourse and the book chapter links 
memory and street art. I decided to exclude Haskin’s discussion of the 9/11 Memorial archive 
because while it illustrates the concepts introduced, it relates less to street art and would 
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therefore pose an unnecessary distraction to students. Despite its partial relevance, the 
article offers value because it establishes a clear and comprehensive foundation necessary in 
order to maintain a rich and informed discussion on memory as theme in street art. While 
Haskin does not address street art or graffiti specifically, she easily could have when 
mentioning ephemerality, or participatory and democratic cultural production, themes in 
the course. Similar to the mentioned modes of vernacular memorials such as parades, street 
art represents an ephemeral public work that, like present attempts, challenges the 
hegemonic cultural authority. I would ask students to draw such parallels between unofficial 
commemoratives and street art to speculate on street art’s involvement in memory 
production. While far less theoretical, the McCormick, Schiller and Schiller’s chapter more 
directly ties memory to street art. The authors assert street art as an unsanctioned public art 
that often memorializes by drawing attention to change, absences, and neglect, and also 
considers the intersections between the public and private. Through this brief chapter, 
students will be able to better apply Haskin’s writing to street art. Ultimately, students will 
understand that street art can evoke, create and preserve memories, thereby constructing 
communal identities, demonstrating a disruption of cultural authority, and raising issues of 
ephemerality. To aid the discussion and solidify the material, the class will look at a number 
of street art images that relate to memory, including Armsrock’s paste-up of a homeless man 
in Berlin, which reminds passersby of a marginal population, and Monochrom’s ​Nazi Petting 
Zoo​ which​ confronts the public with its Nazi past.  
Building off the theme of directing audiences’ attention, the lecture will also cover 
images that draw attention to liminal and neglected spaces. Roadsworth, for one, playfully 
alters traffic lines and Above leaves upward-facing arrows throughout cities urging viewers 
to observe the sky. Such works pull audiences’ gaze from their daily lives and foster 
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awareness of and engagement with one’s environment. In this way, they redirect audience’s 
attention and consciousness much like works referring to specific events.  
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Week 6: Women & Femininity 
 
5 Pages in: Ganz, Nicholas, Ed. ​Graffiti Women: Art from Five Continents. ​New York: Abrams, 
2009. 
 
Swoon, foreword to ​Graffiti Women: Art from Five Continents, ​by​ Nicholas Ganz,​ 9. 
 
Ganz, Nicholas, preface to ​Graffiti Women: Art from Five Continents ​by Nicholas Ganz​, ​10-11. 
 
Macdonald, Nancy. “The Feminine Touch: The Highs and Lows of the Female Graffiti  
Experience.” In Ganz, ​Graffiti Women: Art from Five Continents, ​12-13.  
 
Optional Supplement:  
Nochlin, Linda. “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” In  
Women, Art, Power and Other Essays, ​145-178​. ​New York: Harper & Row, 1988. First 
published 1971. 
 
Summary 
 
Swoon’s foreword describes that when she was younger, she was adamant against 
allowing her gender to define her work or its reception. Many assumed she, working under a 
pseudonym, was a man, and as she eventually began more actively participating in the street 
art community, Swoon realized that not only female graffitists and artists were notable 
underrepresented and often existed only as accessories but also her gender placed her under 
scrutiny, objectified, and alienated her. At this point, she realized her potential as a feminist 
and role model for women. While she acknowledges this, Swoon also claims that her work 
concerns the human experience rather than just a feminine outlook and discourages looking 
at art through the lens of an artist’s identity. 
Ganz posits that women have been involved in graffiti all along, yet in fewer numbers 
and, while impossible to rewrite the male-dominated graffiti history, the book aims to 
highlight the female players. Women face more danger, such as rape and attack, during 
graffiti’s covert night stunts than men and asserting one’s masculinity through challenging 
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physical feats represents a significant motivating factor behind tagging. Street art, on the 
other hand, presents less obstacles than graffiti because works can be prepared before 
installation and merit lies in creativity and skill rather than displays of manliness.  He also 
notes that anonymity offers an opportunity to either obscure or reveal one’s gender. Ganz, 
noting the historical inequities, declares the book a celebration of women street artists.  
 Macdonald echoes Ganz, writing that graffiti and street art’s anonymity can conceal 
one’s gender yet women still face significant challenges. She quotes female writers who had 
to prove themselves to their male counterparts through demonstrations of stamina and 
fearlessness. The sparsity of women writers let a select few to more quickly achieve fame and 
notoriety, yet the fame centers on their femininity versus their work’s quality. Others assume 
women received men’s help or that they have slept their way to success, placing their sex life 
under a scrutiny men are free from. Despite many obstacles, female street artists persist and 
grow in numbers, Macdonald ends optimistically. 
 
 
Justification and Objectives 
 
While less theoretical than other course readings, these readings evocatively illustrate 
the male-dominated graffiti and street art communities and the struggles facing female 
writers and artists. One immediate barrier for women is the physical. Swoon notes that her 
short stature surprises many, and defying expectations by creating sizable, impactful pieces 
became a source of pride for her. Similarly, Macdonald quotes Claw who describes physically 
pushing herself to paint in risky and unreachable locations to impress male peers. Swoon 
and Ganz point out that women are more vulnerable to assault, making writing and painting 
in secluded areas at night more dangerous. These points are interesting for students to 
discuss because they suggest that, unlike other exclusive art arenas, women are biologically 
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disadvantaged. Students would also consider women’s psychological barriers. The authors 
describe a pervasive sexism; Swoon felt objectified and patronized by males who called her 
cute and Lady Pink recalls being called a slut and saw her reputation as an artist shaped by 
her sexual activity. I would ask students what other endeavors, for instance politics, provoke 
and cultivate similar prejudices. Each writer also raises identity’s role; audiences assumed 
Swoon was male due to her ambiguous pseudonym, while Ganz notes that some artists’ 
names are overtly feminine, like Miss Van and Lady Echo, acknowledging their identity 
upfront. Thus, students should consider the role of anonymity and pseudonyms in not only 
graffiti but also gender roles within graffiti and street art. Lastly, the readings urge 
consideration of scholarship and literature on women graffiti artists. Ganz’s introduction 
brings to mind Linda Nochlin’s seminal “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” 
when he describes the absence of women artists from graffiti and street art documentation 
and literature and his attempt to rectify former oversights. Is this comparable to ‘finding’ 
female masters and greats that Nochlin warns against? Or, does street art and graffiti’s 
contemporariness allow female inclusion? While a helpful supplement, I will not require 
Nochlin’s article because its complexity will draw students’ focus away from graffiti and 
street art and many students will be presumably familiar with the essay from other classes. 
In all, the readings prompt discussion of physical and social barriers for female graffiti 
writers and street artists, the role of pseudonyms in these gender dynamics, and 
consideration of scholarship on female artists more generally.  
The class lecture will look at the work of the most prominent female writers and 
artists such as Swoon, Miss Van and Fafi. In addition to analyzing their oeuvres and 
processes, I will ask students to discuss how the artists do or do not address femininity in 
their work.  
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Week 7: Yarn Graffiti  
Mann, Joanna. "Towards a Politics of Whimsy: Yarn Bombing the City." ​Area​ 47, no. 1 (March  
2015): 65-72. 
 
 
Summary 
 
Mann discusses the concept of whimsy and its political potential in the context of 
yarn bombing, or crocheting and knitting urban spaces and objects. Whimsy’s 
unexpectedness and subsequent ability to penetrate pedestrian’s blasé attitude powerfully 
affects viewers. Theories on play inform the discussion of whimsy, which differs from play 
because it is inherently more elusive and joyful and less associated with children. Yarn 
bombing already brings politics to mind because knitting and crochet became a site of 
feminist discourse after its long-time relegation to a feminine, domestic craft. Similarly, but 
perhaps retroactively, many consider yarn bombing a womanly alternative to 
male-dominated graffiti. Yarn bombing can also serve as an alternative to more overt and 
explicitly political graffiti and street art. While acknowledging these conversations, Mann 
focuses on the ways in which yarn bombing provokes such “micro-political” effects. In her 
research, Mann observed public's’ reactions to her own yarn bombs in England. In explaining 
her process, the author also illuminates how artists execute yarn bombs. Mann argues yarn 
bombing intervenes in our daily blasé attitude, encouraging passersby to notice and enjoy 
their otherwise repetitive environments through unexpectedness and amusement. In other 
words, it encourages a small paradigm shift. Mann qualifies her arguments with quotations 
from viewers on her social media documentations, an integral part of promoting and 
preserving yarn bombs. Mann also notes that logic has no place in whimsy; once someone 
begins questioning the rationale behind  yarn bombs, their value is lost. Lastly, Mann points 
to an overtly political yarn-bomb campaign in 2011 in which participants placed crocheted 
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breasts around cities to prompt open discussion on breast cancer, thereby providing a 
concrete example of using whimsy politically. Overall, Mann seems optimistic on the 
potential of whimsy.  
 
Justifications/Objectives 
 
Mann’s article represents a useful source because it addresses three interesting and 
relevant topics. First, it simply explains yarn bombing, a new, popular iteration of graffiti, in 
terms of both process and function.  Second, it relates, but does not dwell on its connection 
to feminism and the degradation of craft. Third, it introduces the idea of whimsy and its 
potential power. Whimsy as a theme is not restricted to yarn bombing; students will look for 
other works that evoke whimsy, and then consider how they similarly engage viewers. For 
instance, works by Miss Van depicting cute bunny-woman hybrids riding a fawn or Blu’s 
unique and playful figures also capture a whimsical nature that passersby may feel a similar 
pleasure and surprise upon finding. On the other hand, I will ask students to identify 
differences between graffiti paintings and pasted images and yarn bombs. For instance, 
audiences, as described by Mann, often perceive yarn graffiti as less invasive and threatening 
than traditional graffiti. Is this because it can be more easily removed? Or does association 
with femininity and domesticity result in its unaggressiveness? I would also urge students to 
put pressure on Mann’s argument. Does illuminating a forgotten space in one’s environment 
really provoke a political awakening, as Mann suggests? Students will also be able to relate 
the Mann reading to previous discussions. For instance, the discussion of memory and 
drawing attention to liminal spaces fits nicely in this topic. The assignment on yarn 
bombing, though, most appropriately fits in after the unit on femininity and women graffiti 
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artists because yarn art responds to graffiti’s perceived masculinity, as established in the 
Graffiti Women ​readings.  
The class lecture will introduce the “mother” of yarn bombing, Magda Sayeg and show 
examples of her work including the “Alpha” door handle, commissioned and 
noncommissioned works. One such endorsed work is a Gap Kids ad, where children pose in 
front of a crochet-striped tree. The ad reads “joy it up,” demonstrating yarn bombing’s 
friendly, unthreatening, joyful nature. I will also ask students to reflect on a quotation from 
Sayeg, describing how once she identified as an underground graffiti artist, but now is being 
embraced by officials and corporations. Can yarn bombing still be called graffiti if no one 
seems to take issue with it? Would it be so generally accepted if the colors were darker? 
Students should also consider if yarn bombing’s whimsy or feminine associations render it 
likable and nonthreatening. Next, I would introduce Olek, or Ogata Oleksiak, who claims she 
identifies as an artist and thinks the term yarn bomber devalues her work, demonstrating the 
recurring theme of artistic hegemonies. Olek’s work can be especially useful in conjunction 
with Mann’s article because it dismantles expectations and makes political statements while 
maintaining a whimsical, feminine aesthetic. For example, one work features an orange, 
yellow and pink knit background with white crocheted words reading “Keep Calm & Eat My 
Cock.” The phrase itself delivers a moment of surprise; viewers recognize the beginning of 
the iconic “Keep Calm and Carry On,” but are instead given the potentially offensive and 
candid “Eat My Cock.” Furthermore, the juxtaposition of a masculine phrase to a feminized 
color scheme and medium presents a moment of surprise and humor (or, whimsy). Some of 
Olek’s works deliver clearer political messages; one reads “If men could get pregnant, 
abortion would be a sacrament.”  Thus, Olek encapsulates Mann’s discussion of whimsy via 
yarn bombing as a vehicle for political endeavors.  
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Week 8: Advertising 
Borghini, Stefania, Luca M. Visconti, Laurel Anderson, and John F. Sherry, Jr. “Symbiotic  
Postures of Commercial Advertising And Street Art.” ​Journal of Advertising ​39, no. 3 
(Fall 2010): 113-126. 
 
 
Summary 
 
The authors discuss street art as a relative of advertising and seek to develop theory 
on advertising creativity. They posit that art is to life as advertising is to popular culture and 
that street art parallels advertising. Street art can be framed as an opposition to or facet of 
commercial advertising; either way, they possess a multistranded and interactive 
relationship. Street art and advertising share similar visual and cognitive effects in ideas and 
social engagement as well as similarly elaborate on visual rhetorics to inform, persuade, and 
engage audiences. Of these audiences, they note, youth prove most adept at interpreting 
rhetoric. They base their argument on new theories of advertising stating that risk-taking, 
paradoxical thinking, and associative abilities represent the basis of creativity in both 
advertising and street art. Ultimately, the article aims to illuminate how street art inspires 
and guides advertising, particularly in aesthetics and audience engagement. Additionally, 
advertising aims to recreate street art’s authenticity.  On the other hand, street art borrows 
from advertising by commandeering ad space and making billboard-sized pieces as well as 
promoting recognizable recurring characters or images akin to logos. After introducing this 
foundation, the authors explain how they conducted their globally-focused research and 
their subsequent findings, which pointed to seven types of visual and verbal rhetoric: 
aesthetization, playfulness, detournement (ie., Brandalism,) symbol replication, stylistic 
experimentation, rediscovery, and competitive collusion. The article analyzes how these 
rhetorical categories manifest in street art and how they can be adopted by advertisers. 
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Encouragement for a symbiotic relationship between the two enterprises concludes the 
article. More specifically, the authors argue that advertisers should borrow street art’s 
whimsy, and stylistic innovations to capture audiences’ attention and approval.  
 
Justification/Objectives 
This article represents a valuable introduction to street art and business because it 
describes the close relationship between street art and advertising by acknowledging their 
stylistic and functional similarities and differences. For instance, both activities aestheticize, 
but street art beautifies forgotten and liminal spaces while ads promotes products with 
beautiful models and locations, etc. The rhetorics outlined also reinforce and and reframe 
previous class discussions; aestheticization’s reminding viewers of neglected spaces, for 
example, relates back to the public memory lesson. Particularly, the discussion of 
détournement, or manipulating meaning, offers a useful point of departure for conversations 
on Brandalism, which is defined as subverting commercial iconography, a topic I want to 
elaborate on because it represents a significant and dialogical dimension of street art. By 
comparing these rhetorics, students will learn how advertising and street art intersect and 
react to each other.  I also hope that students will think about the article critically; the 
authors positively frame the relationship between advertising and street art as mutually 
beneficial. Students should realize that, as business scholars writing for the ​Journal of 
Advertising​, the authors are less likely to criticize advertising, unlike street artists, who often 
express disdain for commercialism and branding (through Brandalism and such.) Therefore, 
it would be interesting to hold an informal class debate on the compatibility of street art and 
advertising. Ultimately, the article will inform students’ understanding of street art’s 
complicated relationship to commercial culture. 
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 Wilson, Carl. "Off the wall: is it art? Vandalism? Advertising? Brandalism? For the  
buzz-generating graffiti stuntman Dan Bergeron--a.k.a. Fauxreel--the distinctions 
don't matter. He's just glad he made you look." ​Toronto Life​ (Aug. 2008): 37-44. 
 
Summary 
 
This ​Toronto Life ​article highlights the work of Canadian street artist Dan Bergeron or 
Fauxreel. Wilson specifically focuses on Fauxreel’s Vespa ads, paste-ups of trendy men with 
superimposed Vespa heads that, at first glance, looked like uncommissioned street art but 
actually promoted Vespa. Bergeron, whose popular work includes imitation ads and 
billboards, received significant backlash for the collaboration, being called a sell-out and 
even a whore while others proved more sympathetic, arguing that Vespa took advantage of 
the artists. Wilson argues that placing street art into museum and gallery space is just as 
inappropriate as pairing advertising with street art because it removes the art from the public 
to an elite realm and tries to preserve ephemera. Similarly, Wilson places pressure on the 
independence of the artists, citing Shepard Fairey and doubting Banksy’s autonomy. Yet he 
argues that a line between advertising and street art should exist since the idea behind street 
art ads is to overcome consumer’s immunity to traditional ad clutter and street art aims to 
reawaken the public to the environment. Overall, the article seems supportive of Bergeron 
and while not adamantly, wary of commercial advertising. 
 
 
Justification/Objectives 
 
The Wilson article will provide a nice supplement to “Symbiotic Postures…” in a 
couple of ways. First, the magazine rhetoric offers a change of pace from dense  advertising 
theory. Secondly, it illustrates how a conflation between street art and advertising plays out 
in reality, demonstrating that in the eyes of the public and street art fans, street art and 
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advertising are not as symbiotic as the authors suggest. Criticisms of Bergeron, destruction of 
his street cred and ensuing debates among fans reveal how enraged the street art community 
can become and its strong anti-commercialistic tendencies. Wilson vividly describes 
Bergeron’s repercussions, making the event tangible and understandable. The article also 
leads into the next class’s discussion on Fairey, whom critics also call a ‘sell out.’ Wilson’s 
point that advertising may be less harmful to or divergent from street art than art 
institutions represents a useful point of discussion, which I would encourage students to 
debate.  
The class lecture will begin with looking at Barbara Kruger’s ​Untitled (I Shop 
Therefore I Am) ​(1987) in order to relate the topic to more traditional art history narratives. It 
will then elaborate on Brandalism, introducing Ron English, Kaws, CutUp, Zevs, and Ji Lee 
works. Each of these artists’ work either manipulate or mock urban advertisements and 
brandings. And finally, the lecture will show examples of collaborations between brands and 
street artists and ads that borrow from street art. After the class, students will have a more 
nuanced understanding of the close but problematic relationship between street art and 
advertising.  
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Week 9: Shepard Fairey 
 
McCormick, Carlo. "Hopeful disobedience: like America's new president, street artist and  
designer Shepard Fairey has used grassroots action to great effect. A 20-year survey at 
the Boston ICA traces his creative (r)evolution." ​Art In America​ no. 3 (2009): 51-54. 
 
Summary 
 
In accordance with a Shepard Fairey retrospective at Boston’s Institute of 
Contemporary Art, McCormick writes on Fairey’s recent cultural importance. The author 
notes Fairey’s debut into street art and the public consciousness with his Obey/Andre the 
Giant campaign, then describes the artist’s influential commercial work, most notably the 
Obama “Hope” campaign poster. McCormick notes that Fairey’s embrace of image 
reproduction and its graphic simplicity as well as adopting communist and Russian, Chinese, 
and Cuban propagandist aesthetics contribute to his images’ success and ability to become 
icons. The author also acknowledges that the art world’s attention on Fairey echoes the 
short-lived graffiti crossover to fine art institutions in the ‘80s. At the article’s conclusion, 
McCormick quotes Fairey, who maintains his street artist identity, claiming that 
communicating to and inspiring the public remains his primary goal while critical success 
and artistic validation are secondary goals. 
 
Justification & Objectives 
McCormick’s article represents an ideal introduction to Shepard Fairey; it 
encapsulates Fairey’s career, succinctly describing the “Obey Andre the Giant / Andre the 
Giant Has a Posse” phenomenon, Obama campaign, and commercial ventures and their 
effects as well as Fairey’s visual influences and sources. Once again, McCormick addresses 
the tension and ambiguity between art institutions and street art. The article’s succinct but 
comprehensive approach makes it a good foundation for class discussion on Fairey. Like 
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Banksy, Fairey’s prominence cannot be ignored and therefore is necessary to consider in the 
course. The class lecture will elaborate on Obey, then connect Chinese propagandist, Russian 
Constructivist, and iconic Che Guevara imagery to Fairey’s aesthetic through visual 
comparisons. Next, I will explain the Obama “Hope” poster lawsuit (in which Fairey was 
accused of copyright infringement and later found guilty of manipulating evidence.) 
Students will be encouraged to discuss what the outcome might have been if the image had 
been created under different circumstances, for instance if the poster had not been successful 
or if it were uncommissioned, as well as the conflation between the law and art. They will 
also consider the implications of using Communist-propaganda-inspired images for 
Democratic and capitalistic purposes. Finally, the class will discuss commerciality as it 
relates to street artists. Is Fairey a ‘sell-out’ for collaborating with Saks Fifth Avenue and 
capitalizing from the Obey brand? Questions like these scratch the surface of attempting to 
distill the essence of street art and art in general.  
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Week 10: Banksy 
 
Banksy Does New York​ HBO Documentary Films, Matador and Permanent Waves  
Production, 2014. 
 
Summary 
This film documents New Yorkers’ experience of Banksy’s October 2013 ‘residency’ 
during which Banksy installed one new piece every day throughout the city.  The film is 
organized chronologically, documenting reactions of bystanders, Banksy fans and art world 
figures to each notable piece. While the film covers a wide range of material, the two most 
significant themes that emerge are the hype surrounding the artist and his tense and 
complicated interactions with the art world. Banksy ‘hunters’ tracked, documented, and 
shared not only the works but also the craze surrounding them, effectively promoting Banksy 
on their own. Some pieces were painted over, removed, or angrily defaced in a matter of two 
hours. The temporality contributed to a sense of urgency, creating a scavenger hunt type of 
hype in which “we were all pawns.” Banksy is aware of and plays off the phenomenon, for 
instance he sends around a truck delivering “calm,” which actually created chaos as Banksy 
fans scrambled to chase the truck. In some instances, Banksy tries to draw attention away 
from him; he used audio from Wikileaks footage of U.S. soldiers in Iraq accidentally killing 
civilians and journalists in 2007 in an installation which redirects attention from the Banksy 
hype to a greater issue. Also, locals began charging Banksy tourists money to photograph the 
graffiti to raise money for their ‘hood, where artists and critics would never ordinarily go, 
illuminating issues of gentrification and inequity. The documentary also addresses 
interactions between street art and art institutions. HBO also reveals questionable art market 
methods. The film ends with Banksy’s final piece, helium balloons spelling Banksy, 
references graffiti’s origins in tags with bubble letters and a message from the artist on his 
site reading “Save 5Pointz,” a hub for graffiti writers that was facing whitewashing and 
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destruction. At the scene of the bubble letters, fights broke out culminating in arrests and the 
final Banksy’s being removed by police, illustrating the passion surrounding the artist and 
raising issues of illegality. 
 
Justification and Objectives 
 
As aforementioned ​Banksy Does NY ​prompts discussion on a multitude of street-art 
related aspects but its discussion key points are the hype surrounding Banksy and the 
traditional art world and art market’s responses to Banksy works. The documentary vividly 
captures the artist’s celebrity-status popularity despite his anonymity; one interviewee noted 
that Banksy is “anonymous in an age where it’s impossible to be anonymous.” Students will 
discuss the role of authorship and anonymity as it relates to Banksy. For instance, fans’ 
admiration and celebration, on one hand, perpetuates the genius paradigm, while on the 
other hand, his anonymity challenges the genius paradigm and complicates his fame. 
Another point for discussion is whether or not Banksy’s mainstream popularity undermines 
his institutional validation. For example, in the film a critic for the ​New York Observer​ calls 
Banksy works kitschy, silly, dumb and “the worst, lowest common denominator of art.” 
Others less pointedly admit he makes narratives simple for wide audiences. These opinions 
also directly relate to the other key ideas in the film: galleries responses to and the money 
behind Banksy works. The documentary highlights the sometimes tense relationship 
between the traditional art world and street art.One day, Banksy directly contests the art 
world by creating an outdoor ‘gallery’ under the highline in Chelsea. These scenes invite 
discussion on the friction between high and low culture an contention between street art and 
gallerists. Moreover, throughout his whole residency, the artist’s website offered a satirical 
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audio tour of the day’s piece, mimicking museum practices. The commentary frames an 
understanding of the work, but immediately dismantles and mocks art criticism. Banksy’s 
New York residency also draws attention to the art market’s money. On a different but 
related note, audiences couldn’t believe when, on October 13, Banksy hired an old man to sell 
authentic, signed Banksy works for only $60 in Central Park. After three sales, Banksy made 
$420 for works that are now valued at $250,000. This piece draws attention to the seemingly 
arbitrary nature of art’s value. Thus, the documentary prompts discussion of two central 
concerns of street art: celebrity and value. Moreover, Banksy represents perhaps the biggest 
name in street art today, therefore discussing him is imperative to the course. 
The class lecture will include more discussions of the works mentioned in the documentary 
as well as more of Banksy’s oeuvre.  
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Week 11: Art on Palestine’s Separation Wall 
 
Parry, William. “Introduction” In ​Against the Wall: The Art of Resistance in Palestine​, 9-13.  
London: Pluto Press, 2010. 
 
Summary 
 
Parry’s chapter introduces the book’s Palestinian wall art documentation; he explains 
that Banksy began an official project called Santa’s Ghetto in 2007 aimed at drawing Western 
audiences’ attention to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the oppression caused by 
theregion’s dividing wall, which Parry calls the Wall. More specifically, the artists wanted to 
use Banksy’s fame to illuminate the mainstream media’s bias towards Israel and inspire 
audiences to act or at least pay attention to the issue.  The Santa’s Ghetto artists painted or 
pasted on the Wall in Bethlehem to illustrate their opposition to the Wall and support for 
Palestinians, using humor, wit, inspiring quotations and beauty to capture attention. Parry 
recalls the history of and problematic nature of the Wall explaining how Israel has been 
building the Wall beyond the recognized Israeli-Palestinian border, therefore encroaching on 
the Palestinian West Bank despite international ruling against it. Locals receive the Wall art 
with mixed emotions; some appreciate the heightened attention to the issue while others 
hate the Wall so much that they reject its beautification. Ultimately, Parry successfully 
explains how street art can be used politically.  
 
Justifications & Objectives 
 
The book’s introduction clearly describes how street art can deliberately address a 
social and political issue and try to inspire change. Students should note that Parry assumes 
a rather pro-Palestine stance, which may upset some students and prompt debate on which 
side, if any, we should support. Instead of delving into the matter’s complex politics, I would 
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instead steer conversation to acknowledging the fact that street art prompts such important 
discourse. In this way, it answers a “so what” question by indicating a notable function and 
significance of street art. Students will discuss how (if at all) working directly on the West 
Bank Wall delivers a greater impact than gallery works. For instance, works on the physical 
Wall invite audiences to view the art in person, thereby encouraging Westerners to 
experience life in Palestine first hand. Parry’s article also fits nicely into the end of the course 
because it touches upon and can be connected back to previous topics. Santa’s Ghetto unites 
a number of prominent artists discussed, such as Ron English and Swoon and echoes aspects 
of ​Banksy Does New York ​that show Banksy using his popularity politically. Mann’s article 
on yarn bombing’s political whimsy can be applied to works on the Wall. In that lecture, I 
pointed to Blu’s whimsical aesthetic, which he uses to draw attention to money’s role in the 
military by illustrating a monolithic baby blowing air towards soldiers made of cash, 
reminding viewers of the massive amounts of money used by the military. In this way, 
Parry’s reading evokes the unit on public memory in that art on the Wall infiltrates the 
public consciousness forcing audiences to consider an issue more comfortably forgotten. As 
such, the reading can wrap up and unite course material. The lecture will include a range of 
works on the West Bank Wall as well as images and brief discussion of the Berlin Wall’s 
graffiti to create a connection between the two oppressive walls and their reactive street art.  
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Week 11: Graffiti vs. Art World 
 
Drew, Robert S. “Graffiti as Public and Private Art.” In ​On the Margins of Art Worlds, ​edited  
by Larry Gross, 231-48. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press Inc, 1995.  
 
Summary 
 
In this essay, Drew attempts to explain why Graffiti was so quickly abandoned by 
traditional art institutions after its brief rise to popularity in the early eighties. The author 
rejects notions that graffiti declined because of a lack of aesthetic merit or artists’ ignorance 
of art history but for socially constructed reasons. He instead argues that the problem lies in 
attempting to privatize public works and that the art world initially accepted graffiti based on 
its inherently public and fleeting nature; graffiti’s illegality and publicity attracted galleries. 
When commissioned and brought indoors, however, the art loses these defining qualities. 
Drew quotes a number of authors and artists who describe moving graffiti onto canvas as 
“depleting” and “neutralizing.” Kenny Scharf, Keith Haring and Jean-Michael Basquiat are 
exceptional not only because they found lasting institutional acclaim but also because they 
come from different backgrounds, educationally and ethnically, than most graffiti writers. 
On the other hand, Drew argues that graffiti writers often saw their work as private. Writers 
drew not only in public but also kept notebooks of their work, which circulated ideas, and 
helped plan pieces, and acted as portfolios. Writers also expressed desire for commissions, 
and emphasized a need for original designs versus copying, or ‘biting’ others’ work. 
Ultimately, Drew argues that the reason behind graffiti’s failure is that galleries celebrated 
(while also dismantling) graffiti’s publicity and subversiveness while the writers seemed to 
perceive their work and process as private. Drew concludes that the discord between graffiti 
and the art world lies in differences between writers and the art world’s perceptions of 
graffiti and that graffiti writers are best classified as amateur artists instead of a subculture. 
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Objectives and Justifications 
 
 
Drew’s chapter effectively communicates incompatibilities between graffiti and the 
established art world and offers a clear, theoretical answer to why galleries’ acceptance of 
graffiti was so short-lived. I think the reading would successfully aid student’s understanding 
of the problematic relationship between street art and traditional art. One particular point 
students should gather is that bringing graffiti into the gallery space authenticates the art, 
therefore stripping it of its radicality, the very quality that made it attractive. Or, as Drew 
quotes, it becomes “ ‘artistically produced anti-art’ ” (236). This argument relates to early 
readings on public art that established the art’s context as its essence. Drew’s reading also 
evokes and even references Lachmann’s research demonstrating graffiti’s inherently social 
nature. Thus, this essay explains how street art and graffiti’s contextuality and sociality 
connect to their relationship to the traditional art institutions. While Drew’s reading would 
have nicely fit in with these readings earlier in the course, I chose to introduce it last. 
Discussing graffiti and street art’s interconnection to art and art history, like the unit on 
street art in Palestine, points towards the wider implications of graffiti and street art within 
an art historical context. Hopefully, exposing street art and traditional art’s interactions will 
urge students to consider their essences. 
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Movie Night 
 
Banksy, Rhys Ifans, and Shepard Fairey. 2010. ​Exit through the gift shop​. [United States]:  
Mongrel​. 87 Minutes. 
 
Exit Through the Gift Shop ​tells the story of Thierry Guetta, who followed prominent 
street artists, most notably Invader, Shepard Fairey and Banksy and filmed their processes. 
After his successful “Barely Legal” show, Banksy decides Guetta’s footage would be valuable 
in making a documentary to capture the rising success of street art. After realizing Guetta 
could not make the documentary and in order to keep Guetta occupied, Banksy encouraged 
Guetta to create his own works.  Guetta adopted the name Mr. Brainwash and, despite his 
many ineptitudes, hired a crew to execute his pieces while he spent his life savings on 
promoting himself and his exhibition. Mr. Brainwash made over a million dollars, 
bewildering and amusing Banksy and Fairey.  
Since the film’s release, many have speculated that Guetta/Mr. Brainwash is a Banksy 
creation aimed at exposing the arbitrary and gullible nature of the art market. Buyers were 
quick to spend thousands of dollars on Mr. Brainwash pieces despite their virtual absence of 
value simply because Guetta declared himself an artist and convinced people to listen. The 
Mr. Brainwash story raises questions such as what defines an artist and how do we 
determine art’s value? The movie fits into the course because it captures street artists 
working and addresses street art’s relationship to the art market as well as offers more 
insight to Shepard Fairey and Banksy’s practices and personas. 
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